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THE LEAST, LOST, AND LEFT OUT           Matthew 25:31-46 
	     a sermon by Mel Williams 
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The text before us today is what I call a “Watts Street text.”  When people are considering joining this church, they usually attend our Watts Street 101 class, where I quickly tell them that Matthew 25 is a solid “Watts Street text.”  In other words, this is a Scripture that clearly defines the mission and outlook of this church.  So, how does Matthew 25 inform and define our life at Watts Street?
This text is one of the most radical things Jesus ever said.  If you want to find out if you’re a Christian, a genuine follower of Jesus, this is the text that provides the standard.  At the final judgment—the end-of-grade test—we will not be judged by how pious we are, how nice we are, or how many times we went to church, or whether we are a fundamentalist, moderate, or liberal.  We will be judged by one standard---how we treated the poor. 
The major issue, according to Jesus, is how we treat the least likely people in town:  the least, the lost, and the left out.  According to Jesus, any church can be evaluated by how much of our time, money and energy is spent working with the least, the lost, and the left out. 
But before we head into feeling guilty about what we should do or have not done, let’s back up and approach this from a different perspective. 
What makes you fully alive?  What endeavor in your life makes you feel most alive, most useful, most happy? 
When I’ve asked myself this question, I usually give one answer:  when I stay in the present moment.  When any of us can look at the view of nature in front of us----beholding, enjoying, marveling, we begin to feel alive and grateful.  When any of us can talk to someone and focus solely on this person before us, we then become an involved student of that person’s life.  When we stay in the present moment, not worrying about the past or fretting about the future, we discover energy, vitality, and even happiness. 
Through the years I’ve discovered that the most alive people I know, the happiest people I know, seldom talk about themselves.  They’re interested in you, in what’s going on around them, outside them.  Unhappy people, whether they are rich, poor, well or ill, young or old, employed or not, are very focused on themselves.  (See David McBriar, “Happiness” in Love in a Paper Sack) 
I can think of many happy people I’ve known through the years.  I remember one woman in a previous church.  She had endured some hardship and illness in her family.  But every time I met her and asked her about herself, she would soon switch the conversation and ask about me.  She was genuinely interested in what I’m doing, how I’m getting along.  And when I noticed her interacting with others, I saw the same story.  Her focus was always turned outward.  She was a happy person. 
Think about Jesus.  He had plenty of reasons to be unhappy, frustrated, impatient with his bungling disciples.  He endured crowds of people, focusing on them.  He had a strong need to be alone, yet hundreds of people were drawn to him.  They saw his vitality, his aliveness. 
What was it that drew people to him?  At the critical times in Jesus’ life, his focus was on others.  He focused on someone who was ill, someone in prison, someone who is hungry, someone in need of healing.  As he moves toward his death, he might have been besieged with self-concern.  But instead he gives his most radical teaching.  He identifies what is truly life.  He tells us that if we want to be in solidarity with him, if we want to be his followers, then we will put the focus on someone else and not on the person we see in the mirror. 
Aliveness and happiness come not from focusing on one’s self---or one’s own status or wealth or power.  Aliveness comes from putting the focus on someone else.  “I was hungry, you gave me food; thirsty, you gave me drink; a stranger, you welcomed me; naked, you clothed me; ill, you comforted me; in prison, you came to visit me.”  When did you do this?   Jesus answered, “When you did it to someone else.”  When you did it to the “least of these”---the little ones, the lost, the left out—you did it to me.  (from David McBriar) 
These days we may hear people say, “If you want to be happy, take care of yourself.  Look after No. 1.”  But Jesus’ way is exactly the opposite.  Jesus says to us:  You are not in this world for yourself alone. 
You are here to enter into the life of others as often and as deeply as you can.  Come to the aid of the weakest members of society.  Come to the aid of your brothers and sisters who are struggling with poverty, who have a prison record, who have AIDS, those nobody else cares about.  These are the people Jesus is calling us to focus on.  And when we focus on them, we find that they are really Jesus in disguise. 
At a soup kitchen in Washington, DC every Saturday 300 people line up for food.  And every Saturday morning, one elderly woman offers this prayer:  “We know, Lord, that you are coming through this line today, so help us to treat you right.”  (from Desert Sojourn, Pax Christi pamphlet by Joyce Hollyday) 
Jesus calls us not to worship him or enshrine him, but to follow him by turning our hearts to the poor, by treating him right. 
But there is one more thing.  When we focus on the “least of these,” we discover that we’re not condescending to help someone “less fortunate.”  But through the grace of God, they—the least, lost, and left out---become the source of our aliveness, our vitality, our happiness. 
Thanks be to God.  Amen. 
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